
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

A Case Study of Satechiwadi 

From migration to livelihoods security and self-reliance through 
watershed development 

                                                                                                                                 Saumyadeb Dasgupta 



Satechiwadi is a small village at the foothills of the Sahyadri rangers in the Sangamner tehsil of the 
Ahmednagar district of Western Maharashtra. It falls in the rain-shadow area of the Sahyadris 
receiving around 450 mm of rainfall on average between June and November from the South-West 
monsoons. The village is surrounded by hills on three sides which helps denote a well-defined 
watershed for the village.  

At a glance, the picturesque surroundings can distract the observer from the ground realities of the 
village life. In general, a hilly terrain comes with its own set of livelihood challenges of connectivity 
and accessibility where securing the minimum basic needs require a herculean effort in itself. Add to 
this, Satechiwadi, being on the leeward slope of the Sahyadris, experiences comparatively low annual 
rainfall which brings into focus the problem of water availability for domestic and agricultural 
purposes. The unforgiving landscape with its sloping terrains hinders the development of agriculture 
for a number of reasons, the principle being the poor quality soil with shallow top soil depth. Faced 
with the difficult circumstances of little scope of livelihood through agriculture, the villagers were 
forced to find work elsewhere. Naturally, the village faced severe migration issues where families 
would go off to work in and around Ahmednagar, Pune and Satara either to work for the forest 
department in digging plantation trenches or work in the sugarcane fields for meagre wages. The 
problem with migration is that it usually involves whole families living away from the villages for a 
considerable amount of time. This impacts the education of the kids who are often brought along 
because there’s usually no one to look after them or to look after their smaller siblings who can’t fend 
for themselves in the absence of the parents. The families only return during the brief period of 
monsoonal rainfall of 4-5 months from June to September/October when the farmers would make use 
of the water availability to sow some jowar and bajra and use the yield to feed themselves. This, 
however, does not lead to the accumulation of any disposable income or asset and the cycle of 
migration continues unabated. Consequently, with people staying away from the village for months on 
end, village development remains a far-flung dream. Naturally, unpaved roads remain unpaved and 
accessibility and connectivity issues are rarely addressed. As the community fails to come together as 
a cohesive unit, the overall society remains scattered and isolated and most importantly, vulnerable. 

Undeterred by such a bleak scenario in the background, Watershed Organisation Trust (WOTR) 
started its interventions in the village in the early 2000s. With the first of its many projects in 
Satechiwadi getting underway on the 13th of January, 2006, the organization focused on the root cause 
of all the problems in the village - the availability of water. The village watershed was determined and 
a ridge to valley approach was undertaken which involved area treatments like WAT and CCT in the 
surrounding hills (Ridge) to drainage line treatments like check dam, KT weir, earthen nala bund, 
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stone bund, loose boulder structures etc. in the valley. Adhering to this fundamental principle of 
watershed development ensures that the rainwater (the only source of water in the village, except 
tankers) is first allowed to flow, then slowed down gradually and finally stopped and allowed to 
percolate into groundwater aquifers increasing the groundwater availability in the watershed. Now as 
a first step, a series of A/V shows were hosted in the village to generate basic understanding of the 
project. With the initial noise created, the villagers were then taken on exposure visits to model 
villages like Darewadi and Hiware Bazaar to observe the benefits of participatory watershed 
development and management. Following this, the initial buzz turned into genuine interest as each 
family of the village contributed Rs. 200 in cash or its equivalent through ‘shramadaan’. What 
followed was an unprecedented show of project ownership as the villagers came together to dig 
18,000 running metres of WAT and CCT in the top slopes of the surrounding mountains. 

 
Eventually, down in the valley, area treatments (farm bunding) and drainage line treatments (gabion, 
LBS, ENB, KT weir) started involving a lot of labour. Here is where villagers finally found work that 
would let them stay in the village during non-monsoon months. Of course, they happily obliged and 
the trend of migration started seeing a steady decline. Thus began a 12 year-long journey of 
Satechiwadi towards a significantly resilient future aided by watershed development. Hence, it’s a 
good time to glance back and take score of what worked and what didn’t.  

1. Community ownership leading to watershed development 

Apart from ensuring water security, one of the best outcomes of watershed development has 
been the concept of ‘shramadaan’ or contribution, especially in the form of manual labour. 
This worked, not only in creating a sense of ownership of the work but also in forming a 
definition of community, which was non-existent up until this point. Come on, if you’re 
constructing a 4 Km road together, you’re bound to share a few laughs. This idea of 
community actually enabled the enforcement of three very important laws of ‘Charaibandi’ 
(ban on free grazing), ‘Kurhadbandi’ (ban on tree felling) and ‘Nashabandi’ (ban on alcohol 
and other addictive substances). Hence, small but significant steps like afforestation could be 
sustained and the responsibility of community upliftment bestowed on the collective action of 
the villagers. Proper roads ensured improved connectivity. Watershed treatments gradually 
reduced soil erosion, which was especially important keeping in mind the already shallow 
topsoil depth. The watershed structures helped water percolate in the aquifers and the water 
table was raised upto 30-35 feet. With more water accumulating in the village, drinking water 
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and water for the animals were secured. Agriculture, suddenly, didn’t seem like a far-flung 
dream.  

 

2. Agriculture: Taking the organic route successfully 

In 12 years, Satechiwadi has moved from negligible agricultural involvement to full scale 
organic farming, with WOTR providing appropriate assistance every step of the way. 
Previously, approximately 1 out of every 10 acres of land would be irrigated. This has 
improved to such an extent that people are now investing large sums of money (Rs 35000 – 
40000 per acre) to bring sloping lands under irrigation. With the introduction of Adaptive 
Sustainable Agriculture, the farmers shifted from chemical farming to organic farming 
methods after seeing its benefits. 

 The use of low cost organic fertilizers and pesticides like vermi compost, jeevamrut, 
amrutpani, dashparni ark, nimboli ark has increased. All the farmers have gone the organic 
way in certain portions of their lands by using pheromone traps, bio sticky traps etc. 

 Compared to chemical farming, the costs involved are lower by nearly 60% (Rs. 3000 per 
acre for organic compared to Rs. 8000-10000 for chemical fertilizers and pesticides). This has 
ensured a steady flow of profit even when market prices fluctuate. 

 Tomatoes and onions are being cultivated as cash crops. Earlier, because of water 
unavailability, crops like pearl millet, sorghum, wheat and rice were only sown in monsoon 
and the yield was hardly enough for their own families.  

 The color of tomatoes has improved by practicing organic farming thereby fetching better 
market prices. The produce becomes ready in 20-25 days for harvesting. Also, the tomatoes 
can be kept in the field for longer times. Previously the plants used to start withering in 2 
months. Now, they remain healthy for 3-4 months.  

 A recent bout of soil testing has shown improved soil quality which maybe partially attributed 
to the last 3 years of focus on chemical-free practices. The soil reports are helping farmers to 
understand the water and fertilizer requirements of the soil for best results. This scientific 
approach has given farmers a better perspective and reduced fertilizer wastage. 

 One farmer was able to grow 20 different vegetables in 1 guntha (about 100 sq.m) of land 
through 100% organic farming. This became a village spectacle as villagers and officials 
would visit to see this extraordinary feat. 
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 According to the farmers, yield has increased considerably. The increase varies between 50% 
and 100%. Compared to pre-watershed times, the yields are astronomical. Where there used 
to be a production of 25 Kg per acre for onions, it has improved to a standard of 30 quintals. 
For pearl millet the increase has been from 10-15 Kg to 12-13 quintals per acre. 

 This year (2017-18), the yield of tomatoes is very high. But tomato prices have dropped 
drastically, from Rs. 1100 per crate (1 crate = 20 Kg) to a dismal Rs. 50 per crate! Hence, no 
profit has been generated. Even in this abysmal scenario, the farmers are looking at the bright 
side – no one in the village has any outstanding loans because of low input costs of organic 
farming. 

Activities Satechiwadi 
Households 122 

Vermicompost bed 30 
Composting units 45 

Seed treatment 85 
Amrutpani 40 

Dashparni Ark 10 (Used by other 65 farmers) 
Jeevamrut 40 

NSKE (Neem Seed Kernel Extract) 8 
Yellow sticky trap 250 

Mulching 7 
Trap crop 40 

 
In general, there has been a significant increase in disposable income of households. Farmers 
have realized the importance of preservation of soil quality and want to take it forward to 
make their village self-sufficient. Probably, the best outcome of agriculture has been in 
reducing migration. Currently, there are only 6 people staying away from the village out of 
534. That comes out to be 1%, down from a high of 80% back in the early 2000s.  

3. The Agromet Station – tackling climate change through real-time weather warnings 

As agriculture became the principal livelihood of Satechiwadi, it was necessary to make 
agriculture resilient to the negative impacts of a changing climatic scenario. To this effect, 
WOTR installed a weather station in the village through which local weather forecasts or 
advisories were sent out via SMS (short messaging service) in the local language (i.e. 
Marathi) to registered phone numbers. Sitaram, the Jalsevak for the village, gets the messages 
from the weather station on his phone which he then writes out on a blackboard displayed 
outside the primary school building for everyone to see. This basically serves as an early 
warning system to the farmers who can take preventive steps in case of bad weather forecasts. 
There have been interesting instances where these advisories have saved farmers a lot of 
money.  

 In the case of tomato farming, if there is rainfall on hot soil, the heat from the soil rises up and 
makes the tomatoes go bad. Hence, if farmers receive a rainfall forecast after a considerable 
dry spell, they would sprinkle water all around the fields to moisten the top soil and prevent 
the soil from getting too hot so as to avoid losses when the rains come.  

 Similarly, pesticides, which cost a lot of money, are not sprayed before a rainfall advisory 
because it would be washed away and have its effectiveness reduced otherwise.  

 Recently, a lot of farmers who had cultivated paddy were saved from crop losses when they 
received a rainfall warning just when they were about to harvest. Paddy needs to be dried 



upon harvesting and if this is delayed, a pest infestation is highly likely. The timely advisory 
made the farmers keep the paddy in the field which was only harvested after the rains, thus 
saving them a lot of money.  

 The farmers find the advisories 
accurate 90% of the time and usually 
save an estimated 20% of their produce 
every year.  

There is a general consensus among 
the farmers that the variability in 
rainfall pattern is increasing every 
year. Where there used to be rains at 
only one time of the year, now it 
occurs anytime, without warning. 
However, there is no constructive 
discussion among the farmers about 
climate change in general or how to 
mitigate its unpredictable effects in the 
future.  

4. More crop per drop through Water Budgeting and Micro irrigation 

Since watershed development started, nearly 128 acres of land have come under irrigation. As 
benefits of agriculture become apparent, more land will be converted to cultivable fields. But 
the water availability is still largely dependent on the rainfall. Hence, it makes complete sense 
to implement water budgeting for agriculture. However, the calculations are far too complex 
for villagers to follow but the concept is understood and implemented in quite interesting 
ways. 

 Water budgeting is practiced on an individual level where farmers take stock of the water 
available in their well and decide on which crops to take in how much area of land. They 
would take less water intensive crops like gram if available water is low. Otherwise they 
would go for onions.   

 There are 27 wells in the village and water is budgeted keeping in mind the drinking water 
requirements of humans and animals till the month of June. The excess water is used in 
agriculture. 

 Those who don’t own dugwells are able to take crops only during monsoon. That being their 
only chance at generating profit, they would sow crops only to generate profits and no water 
budgeting is done. 

 There is a well, water from which is used by four different farmers. Accordingly they plan 
their crops so everyone has enough water for their produce. Too good to be true right? Well, 
the owner of the well claims half of the total produce of all farmers in return for giving them 
all the water in the well. 

 During years of lesser rainfall, the individual water budgeting practices culminate into 
village-level water budgeting when everyone sticks to taking a single crop (2014-15) so as to 
secure drinking water and keep the village tanker-free. However, during times of higher 
rainfall like last year, the need for water budgeting disappears 

The display board where weather advisories are 
written for everyone to see 



 The villagers instinctively connect 
water budgeting with water meters on 
taps connected to a common well. 
This supposedly checks how much 
water each person is taking and using. 
However, none of these meters are 
working and have not been working 
for a long time (6 years).  

Micro-irrigation techniques like drips 
and sprinklers play an important role 
in water budgeting by increasing the 
water use efficiency. To this effect 21 
farmers were given out drip sets at a 
subsidized price.  

 These farmers have greatly benefited from using drips. They have reported water savings of 
upto 60%.  

 Drip irrigation saves a lot of farming time as compared to flood irrigation. 20-25 minutes for 
drip compared to 2-3 hours for flood irrigation provided the electric supply remain 
uninterrupted which is a big issue. In worst cases, flooding the field might take the whole day. 
However, frequency of watering the field increases when using drip. 

 Farmers are extremely interested to take micro-irrigation as it enables them to save water and 
use that to cultivate more crops. But the cost of drips, even after subsidies, is quite high for 
farmers who are relatively poor.  

 Small and marginal farmers who don’t have access to water resources are at times left out 
because of unhelpful clauses in government subsidy schemes 

5. Achieving holistic development - improved village health and nutrition through 
women’s empowerment 

No amount of village development is of any consequence unless women are empowered to 
come forward. Naturally it was important to ensure women’s participation in village matters.  

 Since the women used to migrate away from the village as well, the first step was to bring 
them back to the village by improving agricultural options through watershed.  

 Five SHGs were created involving 62 women who started by contributing Rs. 20 each and 
then increased to Rs. 50.  

 Among them, two health promoters were chosen – Laxmibai Kale and Nanda Pawar, who 
were given basic health trainings by WOTR. This included information on proper nutrition, 
childcare, drinking water management and sanitation. 

 56 hot water chullahs were built in households. This drastically reduced instances of women 
falling sick from continuous handling of cold water. 

 Proper drinking water management along with continuous child health monitoring has 
completely eradicated child mortality.  

 Toilets were built to improve sanitation practices.  

 Laxmi Kale later went on to become an ASHA worker and since then has been hugely 
influential in improving the health condition of the village by treating minor illnesses, 
empowering other women and reducing their inhibitions of getting treatment, taking patients 
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to hospitals in the cities, taking care of finances and applying for universal healthcare 
schemes like the Rajeev Gandhi Yojana to cover medical expenses.  

 Sewing machines, patravali machines are used to generate a fair bit of income for the women. 
Almost 50 households have a backyard poultry farm.  

 The weight of kids is monitored and according to the health chart, they are prescribed 
nutritional food like eggs and potatoes. If someone has anemia, they are suggested to eat leafy 
vegetables. As a result, overall children’s health has improved. 

 The women have come together and built a ‘mandap’ through shramadaan, where they now 
hold meetings and events. Previously, women didn’t even used to sit together.  

The focus on women empowerment has actually brought in a sea change in the outlook of the 
women. They have come a long way from shying away in front of outsiders to giving speeches in 
the presence of MLAs. Because of their pro-activeness, the overall village now enjoys improved 
health and sanitation.  

 

Since watershed development, Satechiwadi has also generated a lot of interest and gets a lot 
of visitors every year from all over the world. Somehow the increase in visitors has created a 
heightened sense of ownership in the village as it inspires them to push for development and 
show their village in a better light. One time, a farmer had come down from Nashik to learn 
about the organic farming methods and benefits in Baman Bhau Jadhav’s farm. The visitor 
listened intently, asking questions and showing a lot of interest, in general. Afterwards, he 
brought a piece of paper and started showing them the schematic of his farm. Imagine their 
surprise when they found out that the visitor owned 300 acres of land! More than the entire 
village of Satechiwadi!  

Next steps: inclusiveness, sustainability and self-reliance 

In an illuminating conversation with Ganpat Khevji Kale, some important points came up. 
Interventions like weather advisories benefit the literate farmers more, though the messages 
are often passed on by word of mouth. Similarly drip irrigation benefits may not always 
benefit the poorest of farmers as unhelpful government clauses for subsidy make it mandatory 
for the farmer to show he/she has a secured source of water. While it may be tempting to 
increase subsidies and ease out the clauses for ownership of assets, it is also worth keeping in 
mind issues like – promoting a sense of ownership and long-term sustainability of the 
interventions.  So bringing about inclusiveness and sustainability is often quite challenging 
and we cant rely on one-size-fits-all strategies. 

Having been engaged in the area for over a decade, WOTR has a very good understanding of 
the local issues and evolving developmental issues. Access to water was a problem ten years 
back, but there are new challenges like climate change and depleting soil health because of 
chemical use. Do these changing circumstances mean that the local community will always be 
dependent on external aid? This is an important aspect of the implementation strategy of 
organisations such as WOTR to build up a ownership and self-reliance amongst the 
community members. There are specific interventions like capacity building programmes, 
stakeholder engagement sessions, village envisioning etc meant for this purpose and the 
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village development committee is guided to take on the role of planning and implementation 
of the necessary activities. These kind of socio-cultural changes often take time, much beyond 
the time-frame of individual projects (like 4 to 5 years) and so the organisations involved 
need to have a proper understanding of the local context, challenges, build the required 
capacities for managing resources and then move on to consider an exit strategy.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Watershed Organisation Trust, (WOTR)   
2 nd   Floor, ‘The Forum’, Padmava ti Corner, Pune Satara Road, Pune      

Phone: +91 20 24226211, Fax: +91 20 24213530; Email: info@wotr.org; Web: www.wotr.org   
  

 

WOTR-CENTRE FOR RESILIENCE STUDIES (W-CReS) 

 

As a learning organisation, the WOTR Centre for Resilience Studies (W-CReS) was set up in 
December 2016 to undertake application-focussed, transdisciplinary research in the area of 
water, agriculture, ecosystems, biodiversity and livelihoods in the context of climate change 
adaption and mitigation. W-CReS is envisaged to be a centre of excellence in knowledge and 
applied research that aims to bridge the gap between science, practice and policy. It facilitates 
stakeholder engagement at all levels through collaborative partnerships, rigorous on-ground 
trans-disciplinary research and capacity building of stakeholders that leads to behavioral change.  
 
Knowledge generated at the centre is envisaged to enhance resilience and promote adaptive 
responses across scales in order to effectively address the impacts of climate change on 
ecosystems, communities and local institutions, people and livelihoods, for example agriculture, 
at implementation and policy / programmatic levels.  
To know more, visit https://wotr.org/wotr-centre-resilience-studies-w-cres  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Disclaimer: 

The study was funded by Hindustan Unilever Foundation. However, views analysis, interpretation 
and conclusions expressed herein are those of the contributors/authors and do not necessarily 
reflect or can be attributed to the funding agency, WOTR or any other institutions involved.  
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